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HEEDING THE EARLY CONGAR TODAY,
AND TWO RECENT ROMAN CATHOLIC ISSUES:
SEEKING HOPE ON THE ROAD BACK

Richard J. Beauchesne

PRECIS

Yves Congar’s voice needs to be heard today, particularly by the Roman Catholic Church,
whose ecclesiology has become increasingly “hierarchiology,” a theology that exalts the hierar-
chy and belittles the laity. This article revisits Congar’s ecclesiological works of the 1930’s, first
discussing his fandamental ecclesiological position, the priority of the church’s inner life over
its outer life. This is fllusirated by his early church “models”: the church as de Trinitate, in
Christo, ex hominibus, and the church as dialectically gift and task. In light of the early Congar's
basic ecclesiological contribution, life over structure, two recent Roman Catholic documents
are evaluated: Professio Fidei of Iusiurandum Fidelitatis (Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith; Februsry, 1989), and John Paul II’s exhortation Christifideles laici (December, 1988).

The de Ecclesia was principally, sometimes almost exclusively, a defense
and affirmation of the reality of the church as machinery of hierarchical
mediation, of the powers and primacy of the Roman see, in a word, a
“hieratchiology.” . . . [The] aspects of a profound life [in the Spirit],
according to which the church is seen as a body thoroughly energized and
alive, were passed over in silence, if not sometimes suspected of not being
truly Catholic.

Yves Congar!
From the beginning of his theological career, Yves Marie-Joseph Congar,

O.P. (b. 1904), has challenged Roman Catholic ecclesiology. Since the 1930’s,
he has expressed the most resourceful conservative thinking in Catholic

1Yves M.-J. Congar, Jalons pour une théologie du laicat, Unam Sanctam 23 (Paris; Cerf, 1953;
2nd ed., 1954; 3rd augmented ed., 1964; E. T.—Lay People in the Church: A Study for a Theology
of the Laity, tr. Donald Attwater [Westminster, MD: The Newman Press, 1957; repr. 1959, 1962;
rev. ed., 1965]), pp. 68-69 (Lay People, pp. 39-40 [1957) and 45-46 [1965]). The English translations
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theology, and unceasingly since he has retrieved the most authentic layers of
Catholictradition.2 Undoubtedly, Congar is this century’s Catholic theologian
“for all seasons,” and today his voice is in dire need of being heard, particularly
by the Roman Catholic Church. Except for the brief interlude of Vatican I1,3
increasingly since Trent the institutional Catholic Church’s ecclesiology has
become “hierarchiology,” a theology that exalts the hierarchy’ and belittles
the laity.5

Congar’s early ecclesiological views — either in his own writings or in those
of other theologians — later expanded into ecumenical vistas: for example, the
primacy of worship in life over liturgy, universal priesthood over the or-
dained,” and church community over church order.® This article revisits
Congar’s ecclesiological works of the 1930°s. Occasional references to his later
writings shed light on the earlier ones. The article discusses Congar’s fun-
damental ecclesiological position: the priority of the church’s inner life over
its outer life? — a stance that, during the 1930’s, allowed Congar to reintroduce
into Roman Catholic ecclesiology distinctions between absolute (divine inner
life) and relative (hierarchical outer life), respectively, as end and means. He

from the French are my own throughout this article. On p. 45 of Lay People (1965; p. 39 [1957]),
“ iI” is translated “machinery,” and “hi¢archiologie” is translated “hierarchology.” In
Congar’s Ministére et communion ecclésiale (Paris: Cerf, 1971), p. 10, the expression
“hiéarchiologie” (created by Congar in Jalons, p. 68) is spelled “Hidarchologie.”

2In “L’Eglise selon I'Evangile, Réponse A Yves Congar,” Revue des sciences philosophiques
et théologiques 55 (April, 1971): 193, Hans Kiing wrote: “Yves Congar est actucllement le meilleur
spécialiste de I'ecclésiologie catholique.”

3From the 1920’s until the present, Congar has written over 1,600 publications and was a
major contributor to the documents of Vatican II. In a personal letter dated October 17, 1971, he
wrote: “At the Council . . . I worked in Chapter II of Lumen gentium (numbers 9, 13, 16, and 17
are mine, and also parts of number 28 and of Chapter 1); in Presbyterorum ordinis of which I am
one of the principal redactors with Father Lécuyer; in.Ad gentes (Chapter Iis compietely my work),
and on the various texts of the Secretariat for Unity.”

4Edward Schillebeeckx, in The Church with a Human Face: A New and Expanded Theology
of Ministry (New York: Crossroad, 1985), p. 157, was also of the opinion that many forms of
“theology of the laity,” even post-Vatican 11, are based on “hierarchological” premises.

5See, e.g., the recent Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s Profession of Faith and
Outh of Fidelity, “Doctrinal Congregation Publishes Faith Profession and Oath,” Origins 18
(March 16, 1989): 661 and 663 (also in Acta Apostolicae Sedis 81 [January 9, 1989): 104-106). See
below for a commentary in light of Congar’s ecclesiology.

See, e.g., John Paul 11, “Apostolic Exhortation on the Laity: Christifideles laici, Origins 18
(February 9, 1989): 561-595 (also in Acta Apostolicae Sedis 81 [April 14, 1989): 393-521).

"See, e.g., Yves Congar, “Le diaconat dans la théologie des ministeres,” in Paul Winninger
and Yves Congar, Le diacre dans UEglise et le monde d'aujourd hui, Unam Sanctam 59 (Paris: Cerf,
1966), p. 140. For a study on this issue, see Richard J. Beauchesne, “Worship as Life, Priesthood,
and Sacrifice in Yves Congar,” Eglise et Théologie 21 (January, 1990): 79-100.

8E.g., see Edward Schillebeeckx, Ministry: Leadership in the Community of Jesus Christ (New
York: Crossroad, 1981). In both Ministry and Church with a Human Face, Schillebeeckx has several
references to Congar’s works. See especially pp. 156-157 in the latter.

9Throughout his works, Congar has referred to other theologians of his era, both Catholic
and non-Catholic, who, like him, have underscored the inner dimension of the church. Congar’s
strength, however, is his outstanding knowledge of and faithfulness to the Hebrew and Christian
scriptures, the church Fathers, and Scholastic theology, to which he appeals at every level of his
theological reflection. In all these respects, it is beyond the scope of this article to do justice to

Congar.
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stated half a century later, “I believe the holy Church’ is conditioned by the
absolute ‘I believe in the Holy Spirit.”1? For that reason alone — particularly
for churches of dogmatic leaning — Congar’s theological contribution of the
1930’s remains pressing today. To illustrate the early Congar’s main ecclesial
thrust — the priority of the church’s inner over its outer life — the article then
focuses on Congar’s early church “models”:!! the church as de Trinitate, in
Christo, ex hominibus, and the church as dialectically gift and task. Finally, in
light of the early Congar’s basic ecclesiological achievement — life over struc-
ture — the article discusses two recent Roman Catholic documents: the Con-
gregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s Professio Fidei et Iusiurandum
Fidelitatis in Suscipiendo Officio Nomine Ecclesine Exercendo (published
February 25, 1989, to take effect March 1, 1989), and John Paul IT’s exhorta-
tion, Christifideles laici (December 30, 1988).

The purpose of the article is threefold: (1) to allow today’s church com-
munities to experience Congar anew as sacrament of hope in a sinful, yet
grace-filled church; (2) to raise further the Christian communities’ awareness
that, as communities, they are thoroughly energized and alive de Trinitate, in
Christo et Spiritu Sancto; and (3) to foster the assurance that—even as, ex
hominibus, ecclesiastical institutions consolidate machineries of mediations
and craft theologies of self-aggrandizement —ecclesial communities remain
summoned daily by the divine imperative to make God’s self-gift their task.

I Ecclesiology versus Hierarchiology:
The Revaluation of the Church’s Inner Life

During the 1930’s, Congar introduced into Roman Catholic ecclesiology
distinctions that revaluated the church’s inner life — a life then subsumed and
still today outshone under the outer life, hierarchical structures. While affirm-
ing ecclesial unity, he distinguished within the church between divine and
societal unity, organism and organization, incorporated members and
authority/subjects, hierarchy of holiness and of society, interior/moral and
legitimate order, spirit and mission, vital and sociologicaljjuridical body,

10Yves Congar, I Believe in the Holy Spirit, vol. 3 (New York: Seabury Press, 1983), p. 271,
with reference to pp. 5-6 of vol. 2 [my emphasis].

UThe category of “models” is borrowed from Avery Dulles's Models of the Church (New
York: Doubleday, 1974). De Trinitate, in Christo and gift reflect in Dulles the church model of
mystical communion (pp. 43-57); exhominibus and task, the institution model (pp. 31-42); and the
relationship between the de Trinitate, in Christo and gift on the one hand and ex hominibus and task
on the other, the sacramental model (pp. 58-70). The expression of the church as “de Trinitate, in
Christo, ex hominibus” is found in Yves Congar, Chrétiens désunis: Principes d'un oecuménisme
catholique, Unam Sanctam 1 (Paris; Cerf, 1937), pp. 59, 73, 78; church as gift and task, in Yves
Congar, Esquisses du mystére de | “Eglise (Paris: Cerf, 1941), p. 26. Note that Esqum though
published by Cerf in 1941, while Congar was held captive by the Nazis, was written in May, 1937,

“pour le public dagrandcs Conférences oecuménigues . . . & Oxford en juillet 1937" (Esqmsses
[1941/1953], p. 5). One chapter of Esquisses (1941/1953)—“L’1d6e de Eglise chez saint Thomas
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eternal and temporal duration.12 For the early Congar, these distinctions bore
witness both to the eschatological dimension (what Congar referred to as
“supernatural substance”) of the church and to its human mode of expression
and realization: two realities that comprise respective unities, manifestations,
exigencies, and logic, while there exists but one church (CD 95; DC 75).

Even within Roman Catholicism, the early Congar’s revaluation of the
church’s inner life had ecumenical implications. Historically, both Protestant
and Orthodox ecclesiologies have prioritized the church’s inner life,
epitomized in the former in the common priesthood of all believers!3 and in
the latter in the deification process. Furthermore, the distinction between the
church’s inner and outer reality allowed the early Congar—as discussed
below — to view ecclesial life and ecclesiastical structures as related sacramen-
tally rather than identically, thus exploring rapprochement with Anglicanism.
Congar’s rationale was christological: as Christ is divine and human, so is the
church. As divine, the church is God’s family, acommunity that shares in God’s
life; as human, it is a community that travels far from God as it struggles to
realize humanly its divine mandate (CD 95-96; DC 75-76 —French text par-
tially translated).

According to Congar, the two-level constitution of the one church, inner
and outer, incorporates—as enumerated above—several distinctions. The
latter need explanations for which Congar’s text, in Chrétiens désunis, will be
followed closely (CD 96-100; DC 76-80).14

d’Aquin” (pp. 59-91)—was published in English as “The Idea of the Church in St. Thomas
Aquinas,” in The Thomist 1 (October, 1939): 331-359; in French, as “L’idée de PEglise chez S.
Thomas d’Aquin,” in Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques, vol. 29 (1940), pp. 31-58.
Equisses du mystére de PEglise (Paris: Cerf/Foi Vivante, 1966) does not include the chapter. The
E.T. of Esquisses is included in The Mystery of the Church, tr. A. V. Littledale [London: Geoffrey
Chapman Ltd.; Baltimore and Dublin: Helicon Press, 1960 and 1965], pp. 58-186 [1960] and pp.
15-145 [1965].)

12Congar, Chrétiens désunis, pp. 96-100 (E.T.: Divided Christendom: A Catholic Study of the
Problem of Reunion, tr. M. A. Bousfield [London: Geoffrey Bles—The Centenary Press, 1939],
pp. 76-80). Henceforth, this text is cited within the text as CD (Chrétiens désunis) and DC (Divided
Christendom), followed by the respective page number(s).

13Martin Luther, in “The Freedom of a Christian,” in Harold J. Grimm, ed., Luther’s Works,
vol. 31 (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1957), p. 355, defined Christians as “priests forever . . .
worthy to appear before God to pray for others and to teach one another divine things.” The
common priesthood in Luther is succinctly discussed in Bernard Cooke, Ministry to Word and
Sacraments: History and Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), pp. 591-623. The common
priesthood is dealt with extensively in Congar’s works of the 1960’s. See Beauchesnc, “Worship
as Life.” Regarding Congar’s ecumenical understanding and contributions, see, e.g., Jean-Pierre
Jossua, “La vocation et la doctrine oecuméniques,” chap. 3 in his Le Pére Congar: La théologie au
service du peuple de Dieu (Paris: Cerf, 1967), pp. 63-95 (E.T.: Yves Congar: Theology in the Service
of God's People, tr. St. Mary Jocelyn [Chicago: Priory Press, 1968], pp. 57-86); and Aidan Nichols,
“Congar and Ecumenism: (a) General Principles,” and “Congar and Ecumenism: (b) Anglicans,
Lutherans, Orthodox,” chaps. 7 and 8, respectively, in his Yves Congar, Outstanding Christian
Thinkers Series (London: Geoffrey Chapman; Wilton, CT: Morehouse-Barlow, 1989), pp. 96-115
and 116-140.

1]t should be noted that Congar’s ecclesiological writings of the 1930’s ought to be evaluated
in light of his subsequent major works, ¢.g., Jalons (see note 1, above); Vraie et fausse réforme dans
I’Eglise, Unam Sanctam 20 (Paris: Cerf, 1950/1968); Le Mystére du Temple, Lectio Divina 22 (Paris:
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On the one hand, the church’s inner life proceeds from God and is
communicated to each member. It unites corporately all the faithful to God
immediately and directly. This, which constitutes divine unity, is simple. On the
other hand, the church’s outer life is achieved through consensus and or-
ganized collaboration in view of the common good. This, which constitutes
societal unity, is complex. Inner life is simple: an organism of incorporated
members —as in a living body—but with a life that is animated by faith and
love. Outer life is complex: an organization composed of both authority and
subjects —as in a society —but with a goal that originates from God. In the
church’s inner life, one is worth what one is according to the degree of
faith —which erects a hierarchy of holiness. In the church’s outer life, one is
worth not what one is personally but what one represents in relation to the
common good according to functions, powers received, and competence —
which establishes a social hierarchy. In the church’s inner life, order is interior
and moral; what counts is one’s spiritual union with Christ. In the church’s
outer life, order is objective, juridical, and social; what counts are validity and
competence over worth and holiness.'S

In distinguishing between the church’s inner moral life and its outer
societal life, one of Congar’s specific purposes was to avoid what he called the
temptation to which many “religious souls” (such as Tertullian, Hus, and
Wycliffe) have succumbed: to transfer to the order of social functions (the
outer church) the exigencies and conditions of the moral order (the inner
church). The reason they gave: “[TJhe common good of the church/society is
itself essentially moral and religious.” Congar agreed, but added, “[The com-
mon good of the church] is also social,” for corporate Christian life (mystical
Body) is socially organized by ecclesiastical structures (CD 97, n. 1; DC 76, n.
2). The church is not only de Trinitate, in Christo but also ex hominibus, which
means —as explained below —that divine life is not extended under its divine
mode but under a human mode adapted to sinful conditions. Although in
possession of eternal life (through baptism and justifying grace), Roman
Catholics are reminded by Congar that, as the church, they have received only
a faint foretaste of their inheritance, and, consequently, they are still awaiting
salvation (CD 80; DC 64-65).16 Hence, church/society relates to mystical

Cerf, 1958); Sacerdoce et laicat devant leurs tAches d’évangélisation et de civilisation: “Une liturgie
et une prédication ‘réelles’” (Paris: Cerf, 1962); Ministéres et communion ecclésiale (Paris: Cerf,
1971); Un peuple messianique: L’Eglise, sacrement du salus —salut et libération, Cogitatio fidei 85
(Paris: Cerf, 1975); Je crois en I'Esprit Saint, vols. 1-3 (Paris: Cerf, 1979/1980); and Diversité et
communion: Dossier historique et conclusion théologique (Paris: Cerf, 1982)—a task that I have
already begun to undertake but one that is, for the most part, beyond the limited scope of this
essay. See Richard J. Beauchesne, “Laity and Ministry in Yves M.-J. Congar, O.P.: Evolution,
Evaluation, and Ecumenical Perspectives” (Ph. D. diss., Boston University, 1975); and idem,
“Worship as Life.”

5Within the context of the contemporary U.S. political scene —considering Gary Hart and
John Tower, e.g.—the early Congar’s distinction between the moral and social order might still
have relevance.

¥See Luther’'s comment on Ps, 51:3; ““My sin is ever before me’ ... ‘therefore thou wilt justify
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Body as the common good of the former relates to the final common good of
the unique church (CD 97, n. 1; DC 76-77, n. 2) that is “in the making,” as
the church model of “gift and task” —discussed in Section II-B, below — af-
firms. It remains that the ecclesiastical hierarchy is called to be personally holy
in proportion to its function. The higher the function that clerics hold, the
holier they should be (CD 97, n. 1; DC 76, n. 2).

As a result of Congar’s distinctions —between ecclesial inner moral life
and ecclesiastical outer social life —what a superior does legitimately within
the church’s outer life is valid. When Peter baptizes, Christ baptizes. When
Judas baptizes, Christ baptizes still! Thus, a pope may be much less close to
Christ than a humble and ignorant person is. (Has not Fra Angelico —pointed
out Congar —always painted bishops, popes, and monks biting their fingers
while being carried off to hell by horrible demons?) Yet, in the church’s outer
life, whatever may be their personal holiness or unworthiness, superiors and
ministers are “more elevated” because of their very functions, and the faithful
owe them respect and obedience. It does happen that the Samaritan is worth
more, morally, than the priest. All the same, it is not the Samaritan who has
been ordained, but the priest: “[S]ince they [the priests] offer the food of your
God|,] they shall be holy to you” (Lev. 21:8, N.R.S.V.).

“Respect and obedience,” however, fall within the purview of the “human
mode of realization and expression of church unity” and, therefore, might be
interpreted —according to the early Congar’s intent —in light of such leader-
ship qualities as those already cited: capacities for “consensus-gathering and
organized collaboration,” and charisma of “personal competence” as well.
Contextually, in Congar’s early writings, within the church as society, “respect
of and obedience to superiors” —on the part of “inferiors” — ought to become
societal exigencies only when and where “consensus, organized collaboration,
and competence” are criteria of governance.

Furthermore, in the church’s inner life, “spirit” (that which is spiritual
and of God) predominates because the only head is Christ, who gives of himself
as he wishes. In the church’s outer life, “mission” predominates because the
church has received from Christ what is needed to structure its social life.
Within the latter, the visible head of the church—a central organ and
moderator of the church’s social life—is the bishop of St. Peter’s See.1”

In its inner reality, the church is body in the vital sense, that is, a visible
reality energized by the Holy Spirit and the grace of Christ: a mystical Body
wherein members are united to God. In its outer reality, the church is a body
in a sociological and juridical sense: a multitude organized in unity through
the convergence of diverse societal activities and functions. Finally, and most

me in thy word,’” in Wilhelm Pauck, tr. and ed., Luther: Lectures on Romans, Library of Christian
Classics 15 (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1956), p. 124.

17See Yves Congar, “Titres donnés au pape,” in Droit ancien et structures ecclésiales (London:
Variorum Reprints, 1982), pp. 55-64. (The copy that I consulted was bound defectively, with p. 55
following p. 198, and several chapters in the book were misplaced.)
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importantly, in its inner reality, the church will exist eternally, for it lives from
divine life. In its outer reality, however, the church exists in time and only for
the gathering together and the formation of the members of Christ. When
God’s work in humanity is complete —and Jesus returns for the harvest —the
outer church, as structure, will cease to exist (CD 99-100; DC 79-80). “In
Heaven,” Congar has assured us, “the church will no longer be ‘Petrine,” only
‘Johannine,’ no longer militant, only contemplative and loving” (CD 99, n. 2;
DC79,n. 2).

Congar, however, is well aware of problems raised by the distinction
between the inner and the outer life of the church. For example, about “spirit”
(inner life) and “mission” (outer life) he entertained further thoughts. “The
difference [between “spirit” and “mission”],” he cautioned, “[creates] a big
problem. There is no doubt that, in the preaching of the prophets and that of
the Lord, . . . there is affirmed the concern that ‘mission’ [read: authority]
should not choke the ‘spirit™ (CD 98, n. 1; DC 78, n. 1) --a concern of the
early Congar, which equally expresses a Protestant tenet later spelled out
succinctly in Planning for Mission: “The Holy Spirit never becomes a timeless
manifestation, neither through the letter of scripture nor through the order
of the Church.”18 It is most significant that, in the early 1960’s, Congar wrote
the entire first chapter of Ad gentes (Vatican II) on the missionary call of the
entire church as God’s People, as well as the second chapter (nos. 9, 13, 16,
17) of Lumen gentium, which extends God’s mission to all people.1?

Unlike Emil Brunner, who proposed an inner and an outer church,
Congar did not erect two churches:20 a spiritual community of disembodied
souls (a pure mystical body)—as he characterized it—and an organizational
corpse. Souls are not without bodies, Congar pointed out. What is organized
is the human community of God’s friends, and what is mystical Body is the
ecclesiastical society (CD 100; DC 80). Yet, Congar maintained that the
relationship between the church’s inner reality (mystical Body) and outer
reality (institution) is not one of identity but of sacramentality. “[T}he church
is like an immense sacrament,”2! he wrote, “wherein all signify outwardly and
bring about an interior unity of grace” (CD 108; DC 87).2¢ He explained that,
between the outer and the inner reality of the church, the relationship is
organicrather than identical, like the one between body and soul or, in Christ,

1Thomas E. Wieser, ed., Planning for Mission (New York: U.S. Conference for the World
Council of Churches, 1966), pp. 134-135.

19See note 3, above, on Congar’s role during Vatican II.

XEmil Brunner, Dogmatics, vol. 3: The Christian Doctrine of the Church, Faith, and the
Consummation, tr. Olive Wyon (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962), pp. 66-67.

2Un Un peuple messianique, Congar wrote of “'Eglise-sacrement du salut” (pp. 57-98).

ZIn CD 108, n. 1 (DC 87, n. 1), Congar quoted Thomas Alexander Lacey (1853-1931), the
Anglican ecumenist: “The real unity of the Church is sacramental . . . the Church is the sacramen-
#um unitatis. It is a visible human society informed by divine grace” (Unity and Schism [London:
A. R. Mowbray; Milwaukee: Young Churchman Co., 1917], pp. 156-157). He added that what
inspires such a text is “[la} loi de I'incarnation . . . [qui] est, entre Anglicans et nous [Catholiques]),
P'un des liens de pensée les plus sérieux.”
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between human and divine. “Our church,” he stated, “is that of Ephesus and
Chalcedon, of Saint Cyril and Saint Leo” (CD 101; DC 80).

However, what primarily defines the church is inner life rather than outer
structure, organism rather than organization, the eternal rather than the
temporal, the absolute rather than the relative. The outer structure ought to
be viewed exclusively as ministry, service, and instrument, whose sole purpose
is “to express and bring about the interior and hidden life of faith, of sacramen-
tal charity and fraternal service, that Christians lead, with Christ, in God” (CD
105; DC 84). From the beginning, while maintaining the oneness of the
church, Congar declared structures to be at the service of life (CD 106; DC
86)2 and, along with the church’s inner life, to constitute a total ecclesiol-
ogy.24 In 1953, he expressed his original ecclesiological thrust: “{OJur attempt
. .. [is] to relate life to structure.”= In 1974, he clarified further his earlier
view: “To unite structure and life.”26

II. Congar’s Early Ecclesiological Models

The church model de Trinitate, in Christo, ex hominibus describes both the
divine source and human condition of the church—what constitutes the
church essentially: God’s gift, grounded in the trinitarian Godhead and
mediated through Christ, de Trinitate, in Christo, as well as its human sacra-
ment, ex hominibus, in which the church is enfleshed. It remains that, because
of its human status (ex hominibus), the church enfleshes simul both grace and
sin —the welcoming as well as the rejection of God’s gift. The de Trinitate, in
Christo, ex hominibus model is existential on both personalist and communal
grounds.

The model of the church as dialectically gift and task describes God’s
self-gift permanently given to the church, which the latter expresses visibly
when and where, daily, as task, it actualizes the divine gift. Within the church
as visible institution, God’s gift offered remains a task daily to be ac-
complished. The gift/task ecclesiological model, along with its emphasis on
the-church-as-becoming, is processive. While maintaining the church’s
theandric nature—its divine/human nature—the gift/task model avoids a
sacramental realism that identifies inner God-given ecclesial life with outer
human task-oriented ecclesiastical structures. Congar’s gift/task model had
later Protestant resonances. For example, the Fourth World Conference on
Faith and Order (Montreal, 1963) viewed the church as event/gift and institu-

B“[L]*organisation’ est pour I*organisme,’ 1a ‘fonction’ pour la ‘vie,’ comme le corps est pour
I’Ame, I'exprime et lui sert d’instrument.”

UCongar, Jalons (1953 and 1954), p. 13 (also Lay People, p. xvi [1965]; p. xxxii [1957]).

BCongar, Jalons (1953), p. 16.

¥From Congar’s December 13, 1974, critique of Beauchesne’s “Laity and Ministry.”
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tion/task,2” wherein divine gifts of unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity
are called to become human tasks.28

A, The Church: de Trinitate, in Christo, ex Hominibus

According to the early Congar’s de Trinitate, in Christo, ex hominibus
model, the church is one because of its source, the triune God: de Trinitate.
Ecclesial life originates eternally from the womb of the “Father,” where, first,
as God’s own life, it is communicated within the Godhead, wherein it con-
stitutes a divine society—the Holy Trinity. Then, by grace, in Christo,
trinitarian life extends itself to church members. According to Congar, the
church is precisely this: “[T]he extension of divine life [in Christo] to a
multitude of creatures” (CD 59; DC 48).

Congar refers to the Trinity and the church as “God coming from God
and returning to God, bringing back to Godself, in Godself, God’s human
creature” (CD 68; DC 56). As the church de Trinitate, Christians do not strive
to lead a life “like” that of God — thus, merely developing a kind of “religious”
instinct. Rather, they live God'’s life itself, according to God’s way, which is
communicated to them through grace (CD 59; DC 48) in faith and charity:
faith, God’s Spirit that grafts in human flesh the eyes of God; and charity,
which, in human flesh, “inviscerates” God’s heart (CD 66-67; DC 54).29

God’s trinitarian self-gift, in which Christians partake through faith and
charity, is mediated in Christo (CD 73; DC 60)—through the church’s
sacramental life. There, Christ acts in the church and makes present his
redemptive mystery (CD 75-78; DC 62-63)30 in Christians’ lives of living faith
and sacramental charity (CD 78; DC 63 —not translated). Thus, Christian
sacraments are not physical and magical forces or “new” acts but are spiritual
acts of symbolic and real celebrational presence: the redemptive mystery of
Jesus, substantially present in the eucharist and, by virtue of Jesus’ power,
present in baptism (CD 75-76; DC 62).

Furthermore, in Christo, God’s family, which constitutes the inner and
eternal reality of the church (CD 77; DC 63), extends itself beyond human
ecclesiastical structures —an ecclesiological perspective, which, in the 1930’s,
held ecumenical promises. In Christo, for example, Protestants and Roman
Catholics are brothers and sisters3! and, therefore, members of God’s family,

Y ounh World Conference on Faith and Order, Monireal, 1963 (New York: Association Press,
1963), p. 45, nos. 20-23.

BIbid., no. 23.

B1n Esquisses (1941), p. 102 (from notes prepared in 1937, p. 5; Mystery of the Church [1965],
p- 83), Congar wrote: “Jésus entre en nous par la foi: il y vit par la charité. La foi, c’cst le regard
de Dicu greffé en nous; la charité, c’est le coeur de Dicu battant dans le notre. C'est formidable.”

3For a critique of contemporary Roman Catholic sacramental theology — and especially that
of Karl Rahner - see Congar, Un peuple messianique, pp. 62-74.

31Congar, “Les Protestants et nous,” in his Chrétiens en dialogue: Contributions catholiques
& I'(Ecuménisme, Unam Sanctam 50 (Paris: Cerf, 1964), pp. 357-364 (first published as the
introduction to “Protestantisme frangais,” La Vie Intellectuelle, February 10, 1935; E.T.: “The
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the church. In Christo, Protestants and Roman Catholics are already one, and
the day will come —because of their mutual life in Christ—when they shall be
united fully.32 These were hazardous statements for a Roman Catholic
theologian in the 1930’s (CD 309-345; DC 249-275).33 Only with Vatican
II — thirty years later —did the Roman Church refer to Christian communities
other than itself (except for Orthodoxy) as “churches.”4

In addition to its being de Trinitate, in Christo, the church is ex hominibus:
God’s life (de Trinitate, in Christo) extends itself to human beings, not under
heavenly conditions but under very human (CD 80; DC 64), even sinful, ones.
To be ex hominibus is 10 be sinners: a state of radical and inexpiable rebellion
against God. This has been so from creation on. Humans are sinners not only
individually through generativity but also corporately through human
solidarity. For the latter reason, God willed to deal with humans as a race, that
is, corporately (CD 85; DC 68). The emphasis placed on the sinfulness of the
church —because of its ex hominibus status — ecumenically speaking, perhaps,
suggested in the early Congar 2 Roman Catholic interpretation of Luther’s
simul justus et peccator,® namely, simul “de Trinitate, in Christo” et “ex
hominibus.”

The early Congar applied his anthropological theology of sinfulness only
to individual church members, not to the church as society. Constituted ex
hominibus, corporately, the church remains and will remain faithful to the
Spirit of Christ (its inner life), but, individually, members of the church —even
popes and the Roman Curia —are fallible and have failed.36 The reason: ex
hominibus, the church receives God’s gifts not in their divine form and
condition of fullness but in their human form and condition of imperfection
(CD 78; DC 64 “[the condition of] sinful human beings”). Congar called this

Protestants and Us,” in Dialogue between Christians: Catholic Contributions to Ecumenism, tr,
Philip Loretz [Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1966], p. 289-295). Throughout the article
(chap.), Congar referred to “nos fréres protestants.” On p. 358 (Dialogue between Christians, p.
290), he referred to Protestants as “nos fréres en Jésus-Christ.”

32Congar, Chrétiens en dialogue, p. 364; Dialogue between Christians, p. 295.

3[n CD 309-345 (DC 249-275), chap. 8 is entitled “Grandes lignes d’un programme concret
d"oecuménisme’ catholique” ("Outline for a Practical Programme").

34E g, “Lumen gentium,” no. 15, in Walter M. Abbott, ed., The Documents of Vatican IT (New
York: Herder and Herder and Association Press, 1966), pp. 33-34.

35See Pauck, Luther: Lectures on Romans, esp. p. 125, where Luther describes the saints as
those who “are before themselves and in truth unrighteous, but before God they are righteous
because he reckons them so on account of [the] confession of their sin; they are sinners in fact,
but by virtue of the reckoning of the merciful God they are righteous; they are knowingly righteous
and knowingly unrighteous, sinners in fact but righteous in hope.” Luther referred to this view as
that of the “royal road” (via media), the road between that of the hypocrites, who consider
themselves righteous, and that of the pusillanimous, who consider themselves unrighteous (pp.
136-137). See also “The Disputation concerning Justification, 1536,” in Lewis W. Spitz, tr. and
ed., Luther’s Works, vol. 34; Career of the Reformer IV (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1960), pp.
152-153, no. 24.

%Congar, “L’Eglise et son unité,” in Esquisses (1941/1953), pp. 52-53. In the 1966 edition of
Esquisses, the section referred to here (IX, p. 48; Mystery of the Church [1965], p. 49) is entitled
“L ’humain dans I'Eglise.”
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process, which respects equally divinity and humanity, “the law of incarna-
tion.” The latter applied first to Jesus, in whom “the glorious prerogatives
[were] kept in check, or, at least, put in parentheses,” due to the nature of his
vocation: to save sinners. Jesus then assumed our human condition and
confined himself to its physical and sociological requirements (CD 80-81; DC
65). As a result, if Jesus represented a theophany, a revelation of God’s life,
then his was a human theophany, “a revelation under the very humble form of
a humanity [which] exteriorly [is] like any other” (CD 81; DC 65).37

The later Congar (1950) admitted to a kind of sinfulness that relates to
the church corporately, not only to members individually. Having defined the
church as holy and, because of its humanness, yet full of sin, at first, he claimed
that the church’s sinfulness does not defile the church itself. With Ambrose,
he appealed to the ecclesia immaculata ex maculatis, but then Congar recon-
sidered:

There is, all the same, a sense according to which . . . faults are the faults
of all, and therefore, of the body, since “we are members of one another.”
Beyond [the later] solidarity, there exists an organic solidarity by virtue of
which any sin stains the entire church: jt defiles the body [in the same way
that] all that affirm what is good benefit all. . . . “The entire church is the
church of penitents; the entire church is the church of those who perish,”
said Saint Ephrem.38

Referring to a commentary on Heb. 7:16 (which, I believe, should read
Heb. 3:15-19), Congar stated: “Of course, the body of the church, here and
there, can become carnal” [sarkikds/carnalis]. Congar distinguished between
sdrkinos/cameus, “the fact of the flesh” (“body/members” as in Rom. 6:12-13,
which, in se, is necessary and good, even an instrument of justice), and
sarkikds/carnalis, having a carnal character, as in Rom. 6:6 (“body of sin or
sinful body”) and Col. 2:11 (“body of flesh”)(VFRE [1950] 108-109, n. 93;
[1968] 103-104, n. 93).° From an ecumenical perspective, the paradox of
church holiness and sinfulness is singularly described in the later Congar,
where two unnamed Protestants are quoted: “To affirm the holiness of the
church is not to exclude sin in it: it is to proclaim the indissolubility of Christ’s

3"Regarding the human conditioning of the church as society in the early Congar, also see

ibid., pp. 45-55 (Mystery of the Church [1965], pp. 41-51).
ngar, Vraie et fausse, pp. 128-129 (1950) and 120 (1968); henceforth cited within the text

as VFRE and the page number(s). (Note that the cover of the Unam Sanctam 72 edition has the
date 1969.) See also Appendix I, “Responsabilité collective” (pp. 579-596 [1950] and 525-538
[1968]). In 1954, the Faith and Order report (“Our Oneness in Christ and our Disunity as
Churches”) stated: “[W]e may think of the Church as we are able to think of the individual believer,
who may be said at one and the same time to be both a justificd man and a sinner (simul justus et
peccator)” (The Evansion Repon: The Second Assembly of the World Council of Churches, 1954
[London: SCM Press Ltd.; New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1955], p. 84, para. 5).

3The text of VFRE (pp. 108-109 [1950] and 103-104 [1969]) speaks of the sinfulness of the
church as individual rather than corporate; n. 93 appeals more directly to a corporate sinfulness
as well as the text cited immediately above.
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union with the church.”40 Thus, for Congar, the church is holy only to be
forever purified by Christ in the sense of Hilary: Ubi peccati confessio, ibi et
justificatio a Deo est. !

Still, there is no question that, in the early Congar, the three dimensions
of the church —de Trinitate, in Christo, ex hominibus — interrelate organically;
therefore, the church is one. As the soul is perceptible only through the body,
so the church de Trinitate, in Christo is visible only ex hominibus. The latter is
the instrument of the former and expresses it externally. “The church-institu-
tion,” wrote Congar, “is the instrument organically associated with the church
as mystical Body, and the two constitute a single reality: purely and simply, the
church of Christ” (CD 103; DC 82). However, how is the church as an
institution and as the Body of Christ “purely and simply” the church of Christ?
Another of Congar’s ecclesiological models must be considered, that of the
church as gift and task.

B. The Church as Gift and Task

In 1937, Congar proposed the model of the church as “dialectically gift
and task” (la dialectique du “donné” et de I'‘agi”).*2 As gift, the church
discloses the posture of recipient of God’s self-gift. In the process, however, it
discovers itself as task: a church called to “realize” Christ and to construct
Christ’s body.

As gift, the church is divine; as task, human. As gift, it is the mystical Body
of Christ; as task, society. As task, however, the church is called to express its
gift sacramentally, not “in a mediating way”;43 collaboratively, not unidirec-
tionally; processively, not in a static way. Congar explains that, in its life
enlivened by the Spirit, the church manifests what is already accomplished in
Christ: the mystery of salvation. Yet, the church still must “realize” Christ and
construct Christ’s body.‘“ As a result, the relationship between the church as
gift and task discloses itself according to a gift/task [le donnée/l’agi] dialectic:
God’s divine initiative intertwined with human collaborative responses —an
acquired divine reality to be actively realized by the church as mystical Body
and society, respectively.4> The dialectic of the church as gift and task “touches
from very close the mystery of the theandric reality of the church.”#6 Conse-
quently, with regard to its common goal, the church society differs from other
human societies. Its goal is God-given rather than membership-determined:

#Yves Congar, L 'Eglise une, sainte, catholique et apostolique, Mysterium Salutis/Dogmatique
de I'histoire du salut 15 (Paris: Cerf, 1970), p. 129,

411bid., p. 139, n. 65.

42This expression is found in Congar, “L’Eglise et son unité,” in Esquisses (1941/1953), p. 26
(p- 23 [1966]).

‘;In a personal letter dated October 17, 1971, regarding the ordained priesthood, Congar
wrote: “Yai toujours récusé la définition du sacerdoce par médiation.”

“Congar, Esquisses (1941/1953), p. 26 (Mystery of the Church [1965}, p. 27).

45Tbid., pp. 29-30 (Mystery of the Church [1965), p. 30).

46Tbid., p. 26 (Mystery of the Church [1965), p. 27).
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“that which is accomplished by Christ who is our Peace” (CD 85; DC 68). This
communal and God-given goal is achieved through “the logic of the incarna-
tion” (CD 86; DC 69): as Jesus enfleshes the divine, so the church as society.
Like the incarnate God, Jesus, the church “is visible and human from one end
to the other, and divine from one end to the other, theandric as Christ” (CD
86; DC 69).

In reference to the church model of gift and task, my understanding of
Congar leads me to distinguish between Christic theandrism and ecclesial
theandrism. The latter, unlike Christic theandrism, remains a task to be
accomplished, not a reality that, at every moment, describes the inner ecclesial
reality. Hence, the outer church “realizes” its divine gift when and where, as
task, it enfleshes “the interior and hidden life of faith, of sacramental charity
and fraternal service that Christians live, with Christ, in God” (CD 105; DC
84). The church, at times, shows itself to be un-Christlike. While in Jesus —
always the faithful responder to God’s concerns — both gift and task converged
daily, in the church —sometimes faithful to God, and sometimes not — conver-
gence of gift and task remains a goal to be realized daily.

In Vraie et fausse réforme dans I'Eglise (1950/1 968), Congar again referred
to the church as a dialectic of gift and task: the result of a synergy. The latter
comprises, on the one hand, the divine gift offered gratuitously, perfectly pure
as it comes from above; on the other, human activity, free, limited, and fallible.
Thus, the church is both communio sanctorum (sancta, God’s gifts) and
communio sanctorum (sancti, the saints living in the church). The realm of
sancta (gifts) is pure; the realm of sancti (tasks that engage the entire church,
lay and clerical), a mixture of impurities, constantly in need of being sanctified
and reformed by the Holy Spirit (VFRE [1950] 101; [1968] 97).

In a 1979 study, Congar clarified his thought: “The Church itself is a
sinner forestalled by free forgiveness and is converted when the Lord comes
and takes up residence in it.”47 Hence is expressed —whether intended or
not— Congar’s understanding of Luther’s simul justus et peccator: justa, when
and where the ecclesia allows “divine/human” events to occur —ecclesial
theandrism —that is, when and where the sancta enflesh the sancti, gift be-
comes task, the divine becomes human; peccatrix, when and where the ecclesia
fails to let the sancta enflesh the sancti. Equally, Luther recognized the church
assinner: “an inn and an infirmary for the sick and for convalescents.”*8 Unlike
Congar, Luther rejected the view that divine gift becomes human task: “[H]ere
on earth righteousness does not yet dwell, but by healing sins it meanwhile
prepares for itself a dwelling place [in heaven).”4? Hence, for Luther, the
meaning of simul justus et peccator. For Congar, peccatum et justitia in the
church exist simul, both in fact, whereas for Luther, although peccatum et
Justitia exist simul, they exist under different modes: peccatum in fact, but

41Congar, ] Believe in the Holy Spirit, vol. 2, p. 123 (my emphasis).
4Spauck, Luther: Lectures on Romans, p. 130.
#Tbid.
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justitia in hope.30 Similarly, for Luther, are simul both divine forgiveness and
remission of sin: the former, but in hope; the latter, in fact.51

For Jesus theandrism was gift daily-realized, whereas in the church it is
task daily-to-be-realized and, as ex hominibus the church is constituted by task,
one that reveals daily the church’s existential situation: that of faithfulness and
unfaithfulness. So, to answer the question previously asked —How is the
church as institution and Body of Christ “purely and simply” the one church
of Jesus Christ? —the answer is when and where it enfleshes “the interior and
hidden life of faith, of sacramental charity and fraternal service that Christians
live, with Christ, in God” (CD 105; DC 84). Then, it is the entire life of
charity — intimacy with God and mutual support among church members —
that “the unity of the church lifts to the highest degree of actuality” (CD 106;
DC 85). Only then does the church as society express unity, and gift become
task. In 1970, Congar described a dialectic within the church between God’s
gift already received and God’s gift yet to be received, which constitutes the
existential condition of the church in its itinerate status. Such a dialectic
introduces within the church a “tension in virtue of which the church must
tend unceasingly to [make itself] adequate to God’s gift.” 2

It remains for Congar that what primarily defines the church is gift, inner
community of divine life, not task, outer structure. Inner community finds its
unifying principle in the Spirit: the church is “a creation of the Holy Spirit,
and its life comes to it from the quickening that it receives from the Spirit.”53
In the church, the Spirit’s life reveals itself as “communion in love,” the
essential law of Catholicism.>* As body expresses soul, so worship, dogma, and
hierarchical organization — the outer life of the church —express exteriorly, as
instruments, the interior communion of love inspired and realized by the Spirit
who fills the faithful with “the spirit and the meaning of Christ.”5 For Congar,
the Spirit together with Christ (Word and Breath) are the co-instituting
principle of the church. For that reason, the first of Congar’s models —dis-
cussed above —could very well have been named “de Trinitate, in Christo et
Spiritu Sancto, ex hominibus.”>6

By acknowledging the human dimension of the church, Congar did not
deny the church’s theandric nature, its divine/human reality; rather, he
clarified the nature of ecclesial theandrism. This is why, regardless of its
unfaithfulness, the church as theandric society always remains spiritually and

50Tbid., p. 125.

Si]bid., p. 128,

52Congar, L ‘Eglise une, p. 129,

$3Congar, “Je crois en 1a Sainte Eglise,” Revue des jeunes (January, 1938), pp. 85-92 (available
to me in Yves Congar, Saine Eglise: Etudes et approches ecclésiologiques, Unam Sanctam 41 [Paris:
Cerf, 1963], pp. 9-17; quote on pp. 12-13).

$4Congar, Sainte Eglise, p. 13.

351bid., p. 14.

$6See Congar, I Believe in the Holy Spirit, vol. 2, pp. 7-12; and idem, “Ministeres et structura-
tion de I'Eglise,” in his Ministéres et communion ecclésiale, pp. 31-49.
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visibly one, in the sense that it always remains a body or a place of personal
union of souls with God through Christ: “the dwelling place and the temple
of God on earth, . . . [the] place of salvation and the repository of the Spirit”
(CD 102; DC 82). Similarly, in I Believe in the Holy Spirit, Congar wrote: “The
Church is and always will be the coming of salvation to a house where the Lord
comes to dwell, and this process begins with a conviction of injustice or sin.”
(This is a commentary on Jn. 16:8, where “[t]he Paraclete whom Jesus was to
send ‘would confound the world with regard to sin’ or ‘convince the world of
[N.R.S.V.: about] sin.”7) Thus, to remain “the house where the Lord comes
to dwell,” the church must recognize that it, too, has been convicted of sin by
the Holy Spirit and is, therefore, in need of repentance. Only then does it
remain “a body in which . . . is organized the communion of Christ.”58

Asa place of personal union of souls with Christ’s life socially organized —
the house where the Sovereign comes to dwell — the church and the eucharist
have the same name: the Body of Christ (CD 103-104; DC 83). As a result,
the unity of the church—one, holy, catholic, and apostolic—constitutes a
reality that is unique: a people united together by life that comes from God
and Christ under the form of societal life. The latter makes available and
promotes divine life. So, in its earthly life, the church “is like an immense
|[grand] sacrament wherein all signify tangibly and make available an interior
unity of grace.”® As such, the church exists but for “the celestial substance,
as the latter exists but in its human incorporation.” Consequently, there exist
not two churches but one: the Body of Christ that is at once human and divine,
law and love, society and community of life — “at once, and without separation,
Societas fidei et Spiritus Sancti in cordibus and Societas externorum rerum ac
rituum; a unity at once incarnate and pneumatic” (CD 108-109; DC 87-88).

Thus, as task, the church is ministry, service, and instrument called to
express and make available —not that it always does — God’s gift: Christian life
lived with Christ and in God. Although as gift or from above downwards all is
clear and luminous, as task or from below upwards without difficulty one
perceives in the church all the weaknesses, all the shadows arising from its ex
hominibus status, all the inadequacies, all the delays in adapting to its earthly
task (CD 110; DC 89). Half a century later, about the relationship between
the “above” and “below” dimensions of the church, Congar cautioned:

The Church can be sure that God works in it, but because it is God and not
the Church that is the principle of this holy activity [the work of Christ], the
Church has to pray earnestly for [God’s] intervention as grace. . . . [T]he
Church does not in itself have any assurance that it is doing the work that

$7Congar, I Believe in the Holy Sptm, vol. 2, pp. 122-123.

38Congar, “L’Eglise et son unité,” in Esquisses (1941/1953), p. 47, n. 1 (Mysiery of the Church
[1965], p. 44). From Irenacus, Adversus haereses, 111, 24, 1. “In ea [i.e., ecclesia] disposita est
communicatio Christi.”

39n Un peuple messianique, Congar described the church as sacrament without qualification.
See “Premiére Partic: L'Fglise, Sacrement du Salut,” pp, 12-98.







